SHAKESPEARIAN COMEDY
seem to have been a characteristically academic mishandling
of comedy. Comedy, it will be felt, is a thing of joy, all for our
delight, and not an original document for a moral treatise. The
radiance of it is sullied by such insensitive analysis, and the
broad laughter of it is stifled in a sigh. Moreover, what has
emerged from such tedious mishandling? "The greatest of
these is love": nothing but a moral commonplace, something
which sounds like a mere truism. It may well be that our long
course in reaching this conclusion has been like climbing the
house-top to unlock the little gate, or like any other instance
of love's labour's lost. Besides, what in new in this alleged dis-
covery of Shakespeare's? It is a proposition which was set
forth once for all well nigh two thousand years ago, and
worthy men have been echoing it ever since. Moreover, is it
not flagrantly retrograde at this lute day to degrade Shake-
speare, the world's artist, into a merely trite moralist, a very
tedious pulpiter?

If die hearer of these lectures flrls like that* then they have
failed in their main object, and their underlying principles are
false. It is surely not a dramatist's business to preach. Still less
is it his office to propound a systematic body of moral doctrine.
It is his primary business to .see, t< > sec the world and man and
life. Then, as a poet, he projects his vision. I ft* puts what he
has seen into the shape which presents it in the precisely pro-
portionate modulations which display the elements of it per-
forming what it is in life their nature to perform. Hi* presen-
tation fails or succeeds by the power of it to impress us with its
actuality, its comprehensiveness, its truth. And it impresses
not only one faculty of our perceptual and cognitive organism.
To secure artistic conviction, it mast impress all at once*
Shakespeare in these comedies is not in fact telling us that he
thinks that charity ought to be man's way of dealing with his
fellows: he is not persuading us on ethical and religious grounds
that we should cultivate sympathy and nourish love* On the
contrary, he is exercising a purely artistic gift. He is revealing
to us that, whether we like ic or not, whether we ought or